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a plurality of samples of the read and write pointers is deter-
mined. Another embodiment relates to an apparatus for pro-
viding timestamps to packets at a network port. Registers
sample read and write pointers of a FIFO using a sampling
clock. Logic circuitry determines an average difference
between the read and write pointers, and timestamping cir-
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1
APPARATUS AND METHODS FOR
DETERMINING LATENCY OF A NETWORK
PORT

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

The present invention relates generally to data communi-
cations.

2. Description of the Background Art

Timestamping protocols, such as the IEEE-1588 standard,
for example, may be used to synchronize clocks across a data
network to very high precision. However, the limit of the
synchronization accuracy depends on the accuracy of the
timestamps placed on packets entering and leaving the net-
work port.

Hence, in order to generate the timestamps, it is necessary
to estimate the latency of circuit structures in the data path
within the transceiver. For high-speed transceiver channels,
estimating the latency with sufficient accuracy for timestamp-
ing packets under a protocol such as IEEE-1588 is a challeng-
ing task.

SUMMARY

One embodiment relates to a method for determining a
latency of a network port. Read and write pointers for a FIFO
are sampled at the same time. An average difference between
a plurality of samples of the read and write pointers is deter-
mined.

Another embodiment relates to an apparatus for providing
timestamps to packets at a network port. Registers sample
read and write pointers of a FIFO using a sampling clock.
Logic circuitry determines an average difference between the
read and write pointers, and timestamping circuitry receives
the average difference and inserts timestamps into packets.

Another embodiment relates to a serial interface circuit
which includes a transmission FIFO buffer for receiving a
parallel data signal in a first clock domain and outputting the
parallel data signal in a second clock domain, a transmission
gearbox for converting the parallel data signal from a first
width to a second width, and a serializer for converting the
parallel data signal having the second width in bits to a serial
data signal. The serial interface circuit further includes first
and second registers for sampling read and write pointers for
the transmission FIFO buffer using a sampling clock, logic
circuitry for determining an average difference between the
read pointer and the write pointer, and timestamping circuitry
for receiving the average difference and inserting time stamps
into the parallel data signal in the first clock domain.

Another embodiment relates to a serial interface circuit
which includes a deserializer for receiving a serial data signal
and converting the serial data signal into a parallel data signal,
areceiver gearbox for converting the parallel data signal from
a first width to a second width, and a receiver FIFO buffer for
receiving the parallel data signal in a first clock domain and
outputting the parallel data signal in a second clock domain.
The serial interface circuit further includes first and second
registers for sampling a read pointer for the receiver FIFO
buffer using a sampling clock, logic circuitry for determining
an average difference between the read pointer and the write
pointer, and timestamping circuitry for receiving the average
difference and inserting time stamps into the parallel data
signal in the second clock domain.
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Other embodiments and features are also disclosed.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 depicts a transceiver within which an embodiment
of the invention may be implemented.

FIG. 2A is a timing diagram showing a first example phase
relationship between read and write clocks in accordance
with an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 2B is a timing diagram showing a second example
phase relationship between read and write clocks in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 3 is acircuitblock diagram of an exemplary apparatus
for determining latency of a network port in accordance with
an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 4A is a circuit block diagram of an exemplary appa-
ratus for determining latency of a RX FIFO of a network port
in accordance with another embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 4B is a circuit block diagram of an exemplary appa-
ratus for determining latency of a TX FIFO of a network port
in accordance with another embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 5 is a flow chart of an exemplary method for deter-
mining latency of a network port with a FIFO in accordance
with an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 6 is a simplified partial block diagram of a field
programmable gate array (FPGA) including transceiver cir-
cuits within which the apparatus and methods disclosed
herein may be implemented in accordance with an embodi-
ment of the invention.

FIG. 7 is a block diagram of an exemplary digital system
within which the apparatus and methods disclosed herein
may be utilized in accordance with an embodiment of the
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

One technique for providing high precision timestamps
involves running a very high-frequency counter near the
actual serial transmitters and receivers of the network port.
The counter values may then be captured as the packets leave
or arrive at the port.

Unfortunately, using such a high-frequency counter is
costly in terms of circuit resources and requires frequencies
that may be difficult to achieve in practice for parallel digital
circuits. Furthermore, some protocols (such as recent addi-
tions to the IEEE-1588 standard) may require that a high-
precision timestamp be placed within the very packet that is
being transmitted. In this case, the timestamp must be
acquired with high-accuracy inside the media access control
(MAC) circuitry, which generally operates at a much slower
frequency than the serial transmission circuitry.

Another technique for providing high-precision times-
tamps may be to provide constant latency in the path from the
MAC circuitry to the serial pin. However, when multiple
clock domains are present in this path, providing constant
latency is not feasible.

The present disclosure provides structures and methods to
precisely estimate latency in a network port. These structures
and methods are capable of estimating the latency to an inac-
curacy that is less than (i.e. to an accuracy that is better than)
the period for the hardware that is sampling data and com-
puting the estimation. These structures and methods may be
applied, for example, to the problem of timestamping packets
under IEEE-1588. In one particular implementation, the dis-
closed structures and methods may be used to achieve a
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theoretical accuracy of 200 picoseconds for 10 Gb Ethernet,
while running on hardware that operates with a period of 6.4
nanoseconds.

Consider, for example, the multiple clock domains in the
transceiver circuitry depicted in FIG. 1. As shown, the mul-
tiple clock domains may include a serial clock domain 110, a
data valid (intermediate) clock domain 120, and a protocol
parallel clock domain 130. In one example, the serial clock
domain 110 may have a clock frequency of 10.3 gigahertz
(GHz), the data valid clock domain 120 may have a clock
frequency of 258 megahertz (MHz), and the protocol parallel
clock domain may have a clock frequency of 156 MHz. In
other implementations, the clock domains may have other
clock frequencies.

In the receiver (RX) path, the RX deserializer circuit 142
converts the serial bitstream in the serial clock domain 110 to
an M-bit-wide parallel bitstream in the data valid clock
domain 120. The RX (M-t0-N) gearbox circuit 144 converts
the M-bit word to an N-bit word, where N is greater than M.
For example, M may be forty, and N may be sixty-six. M and
N may be other numbers in other implementations.

Since N is greater than M, the RX gearbox circuit 144 does
nothave enough data bandwidth coming in to provide a wider
word (N-bits wide) every cycle. As such, the RX gearbox
circuit 144 also outputs a data valid signal 145. For the
M-to-N gearbox 144, the data valid signal 145 is asserted M
times in a cycle of N clock periods. In other words, during a
period of N clock cycles, the data valid signal is asserted
during M clock cycles and de-asserted during (N-M) clock
cycles. For example, if M=40 and N=66, then the RX 40-66
gearbox, and the data valid signal 145 is asserted twenty times
in a cycle of thirty-three clock periods.

The RX block alignment circuit 146 determines the block
boundaries and aligns the received data to those block bound-
aries. The block boundary may be determined, for example,
by searching for a multi-bit header for an N-bit block. The
aligned N-bit blocks are transferred to the RX FIFO (first-in
first-out) buffer 148. The RX block alignment circuit 146 also
passes the data valid signal 145 to the RX FIFO bufter 148,
where the data at the higher clock rate is moved to a lower
frequency (the serial rate divided by the protocol’s data
width) without a valid signal (i.e. with the data being valid
every clock cycle).

The RX FIFO butffer 148 serves as a clock-crossing bridge
from the data valid clock domain 120 to the protocol parallel
clock domain 130. The RX FIFO buffer 148 may have a depth
of Dy, blocks. For example, the depth may be sixteen blocks
(i.e. Dz=16). Other depths may be implemented.

The RX MAC circuitry 149 operates in the protocol paral-
lel clock domain 130. The RX MAC circuitry 149 receives the
N-bit-wide data blocks (words) output by the RX FIFO 148
and processes the received data in accordance with MAC
layer requirements.

In the transmit (TX) path, the TX MAC circuitry 162
operates in the protocol parallel clock domain 130. The TX
MAC circuitry 162 processes the data to be transmitted in
accordance with MAC layer requirements and provides the
N-bit data blocks to the TX FIFO buffer 164.

The TX FIFO buffer 164 serves as a clock-crossing bridge
from the protocol parallel clock domain 130 to the data valid
clock domain 120. The TX FIFO buffer 164 may have a depth
of D, blocks. For example, the depth may be sixteen blocks
(i.e. D;=16). Other depths may be implemented.

Upon assertion of a data valid signal 165, the TX (N-to-M)
gearbox circuit 166 may receive the N-bit word and convert it
to an M-bit word, where N is greater than M as discussed
above in relation to the RX gearbox circuit 144. The TX
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4

serializer circuit 168 converts the M-bit-wide parallel bit-
stream in the data valid clock domain 120 to a serial bitstream
in the serial clock domain 110.

The data valid clock domain 120 and the protocol parallel
clock domain 130 in the transceiver 100 of FIG. 1 may be
considered to have, for practical purposes, arbitrary phase
relationships. The clock signals for the different domains are
distributed within the integrated circuit differently and may
have substantially different clock insertion delays due to pro-
cess-voltage-temperature (PVT) variations. For this reason,
these clock domains are crossed with FIFO buffers (148 and
164). The FIFO buffers may move data across the domains
regardless of phase, but the FIFO bufters introduce nondeter-
ministic latencies into the transmit and receive paths. Without
adetermination of those latencies, the capability to accurately
timestamp outgoing and incoming packets is substantially
limited.

Consider, for example, the timestamping protocol of IEEE-
1588. According to the definition of IEEE-1588, timestamps
should be measured as the first bit of a packet, after the frame
delimiter, enters or leaves the chip. Practical applications may
require precision in the neighborhood of hundreds of pico-
seconds. In a practical system with current technology, this
level of precision is more precise than the clock period in the
data valid clock domain 120 and the protocol parallel clock
domain 130 and requires accounting for the behavior of the
serializer and deserializer (SERDES) circuits (142 and 168).

The present disclosure provides structures and methods to
estimate the precise latency of a FIFO buffer. When combined
with a compatible design of the remaining digital (physical
coding sublayer) and analog (physical media attachment)
circuitry in the transceiver paths, these structures and meth-
ods may be used to provide extremely accurate latency esti-
mations for use in timestamping techniques, such as IEEE-
1588, for example. A compatible design of the remaining path
circuitry should generally not have any other storage that is
variably determined by the semi-random boot state of the
system. If there is variable storage in the remaining path
circuitry, then it must be visible and accounted for in the
latency computation.

The present disclosure considers two types of FIFO buft-
ers: a first type of FIFO with read and write clocks that have
the same nominal frequency, but where the phase relationship
is unknown and/or slowly varying; and a second type of FIFO
that is used in tandem with a gearbox to transfer data at one
frequency and width to another frequency and width.

For the first type of FIFO, where the write and read ports of
the FIFO run at the same frequency, then the occupancy of the
FIFO (and therefore the latency of the FIFO) is a function of
the phase of the two clocks. For example, consider the two
scenarios depicted in FIGS. 2A and 2B for the first type of
FIFO.

In the first scenario which is depicted in FIG. 2A, the read
clock edge used for triggering in the read clock 204 is very
shortly after the edge used for triggering in the write clock
202. In contrast, in the second scenario which is depicted in
FIG. 2B, the read clock edge used for triggering in the read
clock 214 is very shortly before the next edge used for trig-
gering in the write clock 212.

All else being equal, due to the different phase relation-
ships between write and read edges, the latency ofthe FIFO in
FIG. 2A would be expected to be shorter than the latency of
the FIFO in FIG. 2B. In more general terms, the latency of a
FIFO depends on the phase relationship between the write
and read clocks.

Unfortunately, it is problematic to directly obtain informa-
tion about the phase relationship between the write and read
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clocks. This is because the marginal FIFO register generally
becomes occupied at the write edge and empty at the read
edge. In other words, there is generally no phase information
provided by the circuitry about the phase relationship
between the clocks at the actual read or write edges.

Circumventing the Need to Directly Measure the Phase
Relationship

Fortunately, the present disclosure provides advantageous
technique to circumvent the need to obtain direct information
about the phase relationship between the write and read
clocks. In these techniques, the phase relationship is indi-
rectly obtained by measuring the average occupancy of the
FIFO.

One technique disclosed herein makes innovative use of a
mathematical theorem referred to as Little’s Law for pur-
poses of estimating latencies in order to generate timestamps.
Little’s Law may be defined as follows:

In a store that is statistically stable over a relevant time
period, the long-term average number of customers
present in a store, C, is equal to the long-term average
effective arrival rate of the customers, A, multiplied by
the average time a customer spends waiting, W; or
expressed algebraically: C=AW (Equation 1).

For purposes of a digital FIFO buffer, we can re-write this law
as follows:

In a FIFO buffer which is statistically stable over a relevant
time period, the long-term average FIFO occupancy in
bits, O, is equal to the long-term average effective bit
write frequency, F, multiplied by the average time lag of
a bit due to the FIFO buffer, L; or expressed algebra-
ically: O=FL (Equation 2).

In our case, we want to know the average time lag of a bit
due to the FIFO buffer. According to the expression above, the
average time lag of a bit due to the FIFO buffer, L, is equal to
the long-term average FIFO occupancy in bits, O, divided by
the long-term average effective bit write frequency, F; or
expressed algebraically: L=0/F (Equation 3).

Consider again FIGS. 2A and 2B. Due to the phase rela-
tionship in the first scenario shown in FIG. 2A, the time
periods 206 during which a marginal FIFO register is occu-
pied is relatively short in comparison to the time periods 208
during which the marginal FIFO register is empty (unoccu-
pied). In contrast, due to the phase relationship in the second
scenario shown in FIG. 2B, the time periods 216 during which
a marginal FIFO register is occupied is relatively long in
comparison to the time periods 218 during which the mar-
ginal FIFO register is empty (unoccupied). Hence, in this
case, the long-term average number of bits stored in the FIFO
buffer is smaller in the first scenario (FIG. 2A) and is larger in
the second scenario (FIG. 2B).

For example, consider that the FIFO buffer has five regis-
ters occupied with data words (with remaining registers in the
FIFO being empty) during the time period (206 or 216) when
the marginal register is occupied and has four registers occu-
pied with data words (with remaining registers in the FIFO
being empty) during the time period (208 or 218) when the
marginal register is empty. The long-term average number of
bits stored in the FIFO buffer would be a little over the number
of'bits in four words in the first scenario (FIG. 2A), while the
long-term average number of bits stored in the FIFO buffer
would be a little under the number of bits in five words in the
second scenario (FIG. 2B).

Determining the Average Occupancy

There are at least two different techniques to determine the
occupancy of the FIFO. A first technique involves a fast
sample clock, while a second technique may use a slower
sample clock and involves application of a variant of Little’s
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Law. Both techniques may be applied to either the firsttype of
FIFO (with read and write clocks having a same nominal
frequency) or the second type of FIFO (used in tandem with
a gearbox).

The first technique uses a very fast sample clock with
period P, ., which is many times shorter than the periods P,..,,,,
and P, of the FIFO read and write clocks, respectively. In
other words, P, .« <peqq @0d Pry o _prpige- In this first tech-
nique, the fast sample clock may be used to determine a
real-time occupancy level of the FIFO buffer on every cycle.
For example, if P,.,;~P,.,.;=10 nanoseconds (ns) and
P..~100 picoseconds (ps), then the fast sample clock would
provide 100 samples per read or write cycle and so be able to
determine the real-time occupancy of the FIFO to one percent
of'aword and, hence, the phase relationship between read and
write clocks to one percent of a clock cycle. However, gen-
erating the fast sampling clock in this example is not very
practical.

The second technique uses a slower sample clock with
period P, to sample the occupancy level of the FIFO buffer
over a large number of cycles. The period P, , of the slower
sample clock may be similar as, or longer than, the periods
P,..;and P . of the FIFO read and write clocks, respec-
tively. For example, if P, ~P.,,.;,,—10 ns (corresponding to a
frequency of 100 MHz) and P,,,,=10.1 ns (corresponding to
a frequency of 99 MHz), then the slow sample clock would
provide an average occupancy of the FIFO to one percent of
a word and, hence, the phase relationship between read and
write clocks to one percent of a clock cycle. Generating the
slow sampling clock in this example is much more feasible
than generating the fast sampling clock in the previous
example.

In the second technique, in order to obtain a good distribu-
tion of sampling points so as to achieve high-precision lag
estimation, the greatest common divisor (GCD) of P, , and
P,..; (and the GCD of P,,,, and P, ,.,.) should be very small.
In the above example, given P,_,,=10.2 ns (corresponding to
a frequency of 98 MHz) and P, ~P,,..,.=10 ns (correspond-
ing to a frequency of 100 MHz), the GCD is 0.2 ns=200
picoseconds (ps). The nominal precision of the lag time esti-
mation is thus 200 ps.

Inanother example, given P_;,, =9.9 ns (corresponding to a
frequency of 101 MHz) and P, ,~P,,,...=10 ns (correspond-
ing to a frequency of 100 MHz), the GCD is 0.1 ns=100 ps.
The nominal precision of the lag time estimation is thus again
100 ps.

In yet another example, given P, ,,=99.9 ns (correspond-
ing to a frequency of 10.01 MHz) and P,_,~P,...,.=10 ns
(corresponding to a frequency of 100 MHz), the GCD is 0.1
ns=100 ps. The nominal precision of the lag time estimation
is thus again 100 ps.

In yet another example, given P, . =20.05 ns (correspond-
ing to a frequency of 48.78 MHz) and P,_,~P,...,.=10 ns
(corresponding to a frequency of 100 MHz), the GCD is 0.05
ns=50 ps. The nominal precision of the lag time estimation is
thus 50 ps.

In yet another example, given P, =4.016 ns (correspond-
ing to a frequency of 249 MHz) and P, ~P,,,.,.=4 ns (cor-
responding to a frequency of 250 MHz), the GCD is 0.016
ns=16 ps. The nominal precision of the lag time estimation is
thus 16 ps.

While several hypothetical examples of sampling and read/
write clocks for the second technique are given above, there
are an unlimited number of such examples of sampling and
read/write clocks that would work. In some examples, the
sampling points may resemble random points within a nomi-
nal read/write period.
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In the second technique using the slower clock, taking an
average of the occupancy samples over a number of cycles
will eventually converge on the correct average occupancy
level. In contrast, the first technique using the fast clock
obtains a real-time estimation of the average occupancy level
in a single cycle. Thus, the second technique generally takes
longer to estimate the FIFO lag than the first technique.

It is contemplated that the greatest common divisor
between the clock period of the sampling clock and the clock
periods of the read and write clocks will preferably be very
small. If the greatest common divisor is not very small, then
that common divisor will limit the precision of the second
technique. For example, if the FIFO clock has a period of 8 ns
and the sample clock has a period of 9 ns, the sampling
average will not be able to distinguish the average occupancy
to less than Y% of a FIFO period. Hence, as in the examples
given above, the sampling clock period is preferably selected
s0 as to have a very small greatest common divisor with the
FIFO clock period. Although the precision of the technique
will be limited, it is also contemplated that the greatest com-
mon divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock
and the clock periods of the read and write clocks may be up
to one-quarter, or even one-half, the clock periods of the read
and write clocks.

In theory, the precision of the second technique may be
near infinite if the sampling clock period and the FIFO clock
period are “relatively prime” such that greatest common divi-
sor is infinitesimal. However, in practice, ambiguity in the
sampling window of registers will limit the precision of the
averaging. This sampling window is approximately the sum
of'the setup time and the hold time. For example, the sampling
window is approximately 100 ns in an integrated circuit fab-
ricated in a 28 nm line-width silicon process. Furthermore,
variability in the transceivers and in the transmission media
(copper or fiber), as well as variability in other components in
the communication path, will limit the ultimate precision of
the timestamping.

Exemplary Circuit Apparatus and Method

FIG. 3 is a circuit block diagram of an exemplary apparatus
300 for determining latency of a network port in accordance
with an embodiment of the invention. The apparatus 300 may
be implemented on a single integrated circuit. As shown, the
apparatus 300 may include components implemented in
input/output (I/O) circuitry 310 and components imple-
mented in a programmable fabric 330. The programmable
fabric 330 may comprise, for example, a core of a field pro-
grammable gate array (FPGA) or other programmable logic
device. Other implementations are also contemplated. For
example, the components may be implemented fully in the
1/O circuitry.

As shown in FIG. 3, the components in the I/O circuitry
310 may include a FIFO read-pointer register 312, a FIFO
write-pointer register 314, a gray read-pointer register 316, a
gray write-pointer register 318, a sample read-pointer register
320, and a sample write-pointer register 322. The components
in the programmable fabric 330 may include a sample clock
generator 332, latency determination circuitry 334, and a
timestamp generator 336.

In the FIFO buffer, the read and write pointers are main-
tained as binary values in the FIFO read-pointer 312 and
FIFO write-pointer 314 registers. These read and write point-
ers are converted to gray code in order to cross to the other
clock domain. Hence, with timing based on the FIFO read
clock (rd_clk), the pointer in the FIFO read-pointer register
312 is converted to gray code in the gray read-pointer register
316. Similarly, with timing based on the FIFO write clock
(wr_clk), the pointer in the FIFO write-pointer register 314 is
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converted to gray code in the gray write-pointer register 318.
The FIFO read and write clocks may operate at a same fre-
quency or at different frequencies, depending on the design of
the transceiver circuitry.

With timing based on the sample clock (sam_clk), the gray
read pointer in the gray read pointer register 316 may be
sampled, and the sampled value may be stored in the sample
read-pointer register 320. Similarly, with timing also based on
the sample clock (sam_clk), the gray write pointer in the gray
write-pointer register 318 may be sampled, and the sampled
value may be stored in the sample write-pointer register 322.

In accordance with an embodiment of the invention, the
sample clock is used to sample both the read and write point-
ers at a same time. As depicted in FIG. 3, the sample clock
may be generated by a sample clock generator 332 which may
be configured in the programmable fabric 330. Alternatively,
if the data valid clock domain 120 is self-contained within the
1/O circuitry 310, then the sampling may be performed using
the FIFO write clock (wr_clk), instead of a sampling clock
generated in the programmable fabric 330.

The sample read and write pointers may be obtained by the
latency determination circuitry 334. If the slower clock
approach is used, then the latency determination circuitry 334
may be configured to determine an average difference
between the sample read and write pointers. During stable
operation, the average difference should converge onto an
average difference value that corresponds to a latency for the
FIFO buffer. The latency determination circuitry 334 may
determine an estimate of the FIFO latency based on the aver-
age difference value. Configuring the latency determination
circuitry 334 in the programmable fabric 330 provides greater
flexibility in the implementation. For example, in some cases,
a user may apply either the fast clock or the slow clock
approach to estimate the latency of the FIFO.

A timestamp generator 325 in the programmable circuitry
310 may receive the latency data and use it, along with other
data, to generate timestamps. The timestamps may be
attached to a data packet being transmitted or may be placed
in a separate control packet.

FIG. 4A is a circuit block diagram of an exemplary appa-
ratus 400 for determining latency of a RX FIFO of a network
port in accordance with another embodiment of the invention.
This embodiment is capable of generating latency informa-
tion by two pathways.

The first pathway uses the circuitry described above in
relation to FIG. 3. In particular, the sampled read and write
pointers are provided from the sample registers (320 and 322)
in the 1/O circuitry 310 to the latency determination circuitry
334 in the programmable fabric 330. If a slower sample clock
is used as in the second technique discussed above, then the
latency determination circuitry 334 may then determine an
average difference of the sampled read and write pointers to
estimate the FIFO latency. The average difference informa-
tion may then be provided to the timestamp generator 336.

The second pathway performs both sampling and averag-
ing in the 1/O circuitry 310. This may be accomplished using
uses two sampling registers (402 and 404), two gray-to-bi-
nary converters (406 and 408), an average difference compu-
tation circuit 410, and a sample average register 412. In this
pathway, the data valid clock may be assumed to be the write
clock (wr_clk). The average in this structure should be rela-
tively stable, thus allowing the domain crossing into a user
design clock frequency with minimal error. The averaging
mechanism may perform a running average of a sufficient
number of samples to capture one complete iteration of the
gearbox cycle. The average difference information may then
be provided to the timestamp generator 336.



US 9,083,478 B2

9

It is contemplated that, in addition, the data valid clock rate
can also be used to average the occupancy of the FIFO. The
data valid clock period does not have a small greatest com-
mon divisor with itself, and therefore there is no guarantee
that the average occupancy will match the actual occupancy.
Due to the periodicity of the data valid signal, however, the
difference between the actual average occupancy and the
measured average occupancy (at the data valid clock rate) is
constant. In the case of the 40-bit deserializer, the average
FIFO depth is inaccurate by 19.5 bits. This constant error can
be easily corrected within the latency computation circuits or
the software that converts the occupancy data to latency esti-
mations. This is true for both 66-40, 66-64, 67-40 and 66-64
gearbox/FIFO combinations.

FIG. 4B is a circuit block diagram of an exemplary appa-
ratus 450 for determining latency of a TX FIFO of a network
port in accordance with another embodiment of the invention.
In contrastto FIG. 4A, the FIFO read clock (rd_clk) isused to
perform the sampling into registers 402 and 404 in FIG. 4B.

FIG. 5 is a flow chart of an exemplary method 500 for
determining latency of a network port with a FIFO in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the invention. Per block 502, a
sampling clock may be generated at a predetermined fre-
quency. The sampling clock may be fast or slower per the first
and second techniques discussed above.

The read pointer is sampled per block 504, and the write
pointer is sampled per block 506. The sampling clock is used
so that the read and write pointers are sampled at a same time.
This sampling may be performed for multiple clock cycles of
the sampling clock so as to obtain a large number of samples
of the read and write pointers.

The sampled read and write pointers are obtained per block
508. If the read and write pointers are in gray code, then they
may be subsequently converted from gray code to binary in
block 510.

Per block 512, an average difference between the sampled
read and write pointers may be determined. The averaging
may be performed over a sufficiently large number of samples
s0 as to achieve convergence of the average difference value.

Per block 514, the average difference information may be
used, along with other time-related information, to generate
timestamps. If the FIFO is a transmission FIFO, then the
timestamps may be inserted in packets outgoing from the
network port. If the FIFO is a receiver FIFO, then the times-
tamps may be inserted in packets incoming to the network
port.

FIG. 6 is a simplified partial block diagram of a field
programmable gate array (FPGA) 10 including transceiver
circuits within which the apparatus and methods disclosed
herein may be implemented in accordance with an embodi-
ment of the invention. It should be understood that embodi-
ments of the present invention can be used in numerous types
of integrated circuits such FPGAs, programmable logic
devices (PLDs), complex programmable logic devices
(CPLDs), programmable logic arrays (PLAs), digital signal
processors (DSPs) and application specific integrated circuits
(ASICs).

FPGA 10 includes within its “core” a two-dimensional
array of programmable logic array blocks (or LABs) 12 that
are interconnected by a network of column and row intercon-
nect conductors of varying length and speed.

LABs 12 include multiple (e.g., ten) logic elements (or
LEs). A LE is a programmable logic block that provides for
efficient implementation of user defined logic functions. An
FPGA has numerous logic elements that can be configured to
implement various combinatorial and sequential functions.
The logic elements have access to a programmable intercon-
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nect structure. The programmable interconnect structure can
be programmed to interconnect the logic elements in almost
any desired configuration.

FPGA 10 may also include a distributed memory structure
including random access memory (RAM) blocks of varying
sizes provided throughout the array. The RAM blocks
include, for example, blocks 14, blocks 16, and block 18.
These memory blocks can also include shift registers and
FIFO buffers.

FPGA 10 may further include digital signal processing
(DSP) blocks 20 that can implement, for example, multipliers
with add or subtract features. Input/output elements (IOEs)
22 located, in this example, around the periphery of the chip
support numerous single-ended and differential input/output
standards. Each IOE 22 is coupled to an external terminal
(i.e., apin) of FPGA 10. A transceiver (TX/RX) channel array
may be arranged as shown, for example, with each TX/RX
channel circuit 30 being coupled to several LABs. A TX/RX
channel circuit 30 may include, among other circuitry, the
circuitry described herein.

It is to be understood that FPGA 10 is described herein for
illustrative purposes only and that the present invention can
be implemented in many different types of PLDs, FPGAs,
and ASICs.

The present invention can also be implemented in a system
that has an FPGA as one of several components. FIG. 7 is a
block diagram of an exemplary digital system 50 within
which the apparatus and methods disclosed herein may be
utilized in accordance with an embodiment of the invention.

System 50 may be a programmed digital computer system,
digital signal processing system, specialized digital switch-
ing network, or other processing system. Moreover, such
systems can be designed for a wide variety of applications
such as telecommunications systems, automotive systems,
control systems, consumer electronics, personal computers,
Internet communications and networking, and others. Fur-
ther, system 50 may be provided on a single board, on mul-
tiple boards, or within multiple enclosures.

System 50 includes a processing unit 52, a memory unit 54,
and an input/output (I/O) unit 56 interconnected together by
one or more buses. According to this exemplary embodiment,
FPGA 58 is embedded in processing unit 52. FPGA 58 can
serve many different purposes within the system 50. FPGA 58
can, for example, be a logical building block of processing
unit 52, supporting its internal and external operations. FPGA
58 is programmed to implement the logical functions neces-
sary to carry on its particular role in system operation. FPGA
58 can be specially coupled to memory 54 through connec-
tion 60 and to 1/O unit 56 through connection 62.

Processingunit 52 may direct data to an appropriate system
component for processing or storage, execute a program
stored in memory 54, receive and transmit data via [/O unit
56, or other similar function. Processing unit 52 may be a
central processing unit (CPU), microprocessor, floating point
coprocessor, graphics coprocessor, hardware controller,
microcontroller, field programmable gate array programmed
for use as a controller, network controller, or any type of
processor or controller. Furthermore, in many embodiments,
there is often no need for a CPU.

For example, instead of a CPU, one or more FPGAs 58 may
control the logical operations of the system. As another
example, FPGA 58 acts as a reconfigurable processor that
may be reprogrammed as needed to handle a particular com-
puting task. Alternately, FPGA 58 may itself include an
embedded microprocessor. Memory unit 54 may be a random
access memory (RAM), read only memory (ROM), fixed or
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flexible disk media, flash memory, tape, or any other storage
means, or any combination of these storage means.

In the above description, numerous specific details are
given to provide a thorough understanding of embodiments of
the invention. However, the above description of illustrated
embodiments of the invention is not intended to be exhaustive
or to limit the invention to the precise forms disclosed. One
skilled in the relevant art will recognize that the invention can
be practiced without one or more of the specific details, or
with other methods, components, etc.

In other instances, well-known structures or operations are
not shown or described in detail to avoid obscuring aspects of
the invention. While specific embodiments of, and examples
for, the invention are described herein for illustrative pur-
poses, various equivalent modifications are possible within
the scope of the invention, as those skilled in the relevant art
will recognize. These modifications may be made to the
invention in light of the above detailed description.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for determining a latency of a network port,
the method comprising:

generating a sampling clock at a sampling frequency,
wherein a clock period of the sampling clock is distinct
from clock periods of read and write clocks of the FIFO
buffer;

sampling a read pointer for a first-in-first-out (FIFO) buffer
using an edge of the sampling clock;

sampling a write pointer for the FIFO buffer using the edge
of the sampling clock;

obtaining a plurality of samples of the read pointer and a
plurality of samples of the write pointer; and

determining an average difference between the plurality of
samples of the read and write pointers.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein a greatest common
divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock and
the clock period of the read clock is less than one-half of the
clock period of the read clock, and wherein a greatest com-
mon divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock
and the clock period of the write clock is less than one-half of
the clock period of the write clock.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein a greatest common
divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock and
the clock period of the read clock is less than one-fourth of the
clock period of the read clock, and wherein a greatest com-
mon divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock
and the clock period of the write clock is less than one-fourth
of the clock period of the write clock.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the sampling clock is
slower than the read and write clocks.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the read and write clocks
have a same speed.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the average difference is
used in generating timestamps.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the average difference is
determined to a precision that corresponds to a lag time pre-
cision of 200 picoseconds or less.

8. An apparatus for providing timestamps to packets at a
network port, the apparatus comprising:

asample clock generation circuit for generating a sampling
clock;

a first register for sampling a read pointer for a first-in
first-out (FIFO) buffer of the network port using the
sampling clock;

a second register for sampling a write pointer for the FIFO
buffer using the sampling clock;

logic circuitry for determining an average difference
between the read pointer and the write pointer; and
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timestamping circuitry for receiving the average difference
and inserting timestamps into packets.

9. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein a greatest common
divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock and
the clock period of the read clock is less than one-half of the
clock period of the read clock, and wherein a greatest com-
mon divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock
and the clock period of the write clock is less than one-half of
the clock period of the write clock.

10. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein a greatest common
divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock and
the clock period of the read clock is less than one-fourth of the
clock period of the read clock, and wherein a greatest com-
mon divisor between the clock period of the sampling clock
and the clock period of the write clock is less than one-fourth
of'the clock period of the write clock.

11. The apparatus of claim 10, wherein the sampling clock
is slower than the read and write clocks.

12. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein the read and write
clocks have a same speed.

13. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein the average difter-
ence is determined to a precision that corresponds to a lag
time precision of 200 picoseconds or less.

14. The apparatus of claim 8, wherein the logic circuitry for
determining the average difference is configured in program-
mable circuitry.

15. A serial interface circuit comprising:

a transmission first-in first-out (FIFO) buffer for receiving

a parallel data signal in a first clock domain and output-
ting the parallel data signal in a second clock domain;

a transmission gearbox for converting the parallel data
signal from a first width to a second width;

a serializer for converting the parallel data signal having
the second width in bits to a serial data signal;

a first register for sampling a read pointer for the transmis-
sion FIFO buffer using a sampling clock;

a second register for sampling a write pointer for the trans-
mission FIFO buffer using the sampling clock;

logic circuitry for determining an average difference
between the read pointer and the write pointer; and

timestamping circuitry for receiving the average difference
and inserting time stamps into the parallel data signal in
the first clock domain.

16. The serial interface circuit of claim 15, wherein a
greatest common divisor between the clock period of the
sampling clock and the clock period of the read clock is less
than one-half of the clock period of the read clock, and
wherein a greatest common divisor between the clock period
of'the sampling clock and the clock period of the write clock
is less than one-half of the clock period of the write clock.

17. The serial interface circuit of claim 15, wherein the
sampling clock is slower than the read and write clocks.

18. The serial interface circuit of claim 15, wherein the read
and write clocks have a same speed.

19. The serial interface circuit of claim 15, wherein the
average difference is determined to a precision that corre-
sponds to a lag time precision of 200 picoseconds or less.

20. A serial interface circuit comprising:

a deserializer for receiving a serial data signal and convert-
ing the serial data signal into a parallel data signal;

a receiver gearbox for converting the parallel data signal
from a first width to a second width;

a receiver first-in first-out (FIFO) buffer for receiving the
parallel data signal in a first clock domain and outputting
the parallel data signal in a second clock domain;

a first register for sampling a read pointer for the receiver
FIFO buffer using a sampling clock;
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a second register for sampling a write pointer for the

receiver FIFO buffer using the sampling clock;

logic circuitry for determining an average difference

between the read pointer and the write pointer; and

timestamping circuitry for receiving the average difference 5

and inserting time stamps into the parallel data signal in
the second clock domain.

21. The serial interface circuit of claim 20, wherein a
greatest common divisor between the clock period of the
sampling clock and the clock period of the read clock is less 10
than one-half of the clock period of the read clock, and
wherein a greatest common divisor between the clock period
of the sampling clock and the clock period of the write clock
is less than one-half of the clock period of the write clock.

22. The serial interface circuit of claim 20, wherein the 15
sampling clock is slower than the read and write clocks.

23. The serial interface circuit of claim 20, wherein the read
and write clocks have a same speed.

24. The serial interface circuit of claim 20, wherein the
average difference is determined to a precision that corre- 20
sponds to a lag time precision of 200 picoseconds or less.
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